Does paracetamol potentiate the effects of oral anticoagulants?: a literature review.
Paracetamol (acetaminophen) is the analgesic and antipyretic therapy of choice for patients receiving oral anticoagulation. It is widely used by patients in both prescription and over-the-counter products, resulting in frequent co-prescription with oral anticoagulants, especially in elderly patients. Indeed, older patients are the most likely to receive this combination of drugs because indications for both oral anticoagulation and analgesic therapy increase with age. For many years reports have presented evidence both for and against the idea that paracetamol may potentiate the anticoagulant effect of oral anticoagulants, thus increasing haemorrhagic risk in patients receiving this combination of drugs. This issue has continued to be a matter of debate in recent publications. No clear practical conclusion can be drawn from the studies because of methodological bias and the lack of clinical relevance. No prospective, randomised study assessing the effect of paracetamol on the anticoagulant effect of oral anticoagulants as used in clinical practice (i.e. the types of patients and dosages used in clinical practice) are available in the literature. The implications are considerable since on the one hand, the ingestion of paracetamol may be a cause of altered anticoagulation in patients who regularly take oral anticoagulation and who may have a haemorrhagic risk factor; and on the other hand, paracetamol might be the analgesic drug of choice that can be used without the need for any restrictions in patients receiving oral anticoagulant drugs. A comprehensive search of Medline and EMBASE for studies and case reports from 1966-2002 was performed in order to review the available literature on the interaction between paracetamol and oral anticoagulant drugs. In conclusion, the potential interaction between oral anticoagulant drugs and paracetamol is an important unanswered question, due to the growing incidence of the concomitant use of these drugs and the possible bleeding implications. The association between paracetamol and the occurrence of excessive INR values remains controversial due to lack of prospective clinical studies assessing the effect of the prescription of paracetamol in patients receiving long-term oral anticoagulation in clinical conditions. Such a study is currently ongoing.